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This thesis investigates how to improve students’ oral English in an effective and 
comprehensive way from a perspective of theories in second language acquisition and 
cognitive psychology, which focuses on the three main aspects of oral English--- 
fluency, accuracy and complexity. 
In the paper we will observe the current situation of students’ oral English 
learning in China and find out the exact internal and external factors that hinder the 
development of learners’ oral English. The theories in second language acquisition and 
cognitive psychology will help us to find out an effective and comprehensive way to 
improve students’ oral English.    
It is originated in the survey that in current schools and colleges some teachers 
over-emphasize the fluency of students’ oral English and only focus on communicative 
purpose. They ignore the accuracy and complexity of students’ oral English. 
Meanwhile, the majority of students adopt various communicative strategies (i. e. 
avoidance) to ensure success of communication. However the frequent use of 
communicative strategies and the teachers’ tolerant attitude towards errors lead to the 
fossilization of students’ language competence during oral English learning.  
Conversely, some teachers who see error corrections and preparing students to 
take tests as their major instructional responsibilities over-correct students’ mistakes 
and errors. They emphasize the accuracy of students’ oral English too much. 
Consequently when students speak English, they are anxious of making errors and 
their confidence will be reduced, which is disadvantageous for students to improve 
oral English.  The thesis is based on task-based approach instruction, trying to 
investigate a comprehensive way to improve students’ oral English, and it mainly 
attempts to answer the questions as follows:   
1. In the process of information process model, can memory-based system 
(lexical chunks) really help students to improve the fluency of their oral 
English? 
2. In face of errors that students make during speaking English, to what degree 
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3. Can task-based approach (TBA) provide a comprehensive way to improve 
the fluency, accuracy and complexity of oral English to the largest degree? 
In the process of information process model, memory-based system (lexical 
chunks) can help students to improve the fluency of their oral English. When output is 
produced, their attentional resource between meanings and forms is competed. 
Memory-based system can help them to ensure oral fluency to a great degree. 
Moreover, forms are important in oral English as well, so it is necessary for teachers to 
guide their attentional resource to ensure comprehensive improvement of oral English.  
Whether from the objective perspective of theories in second language acquisition 
and cognitive psychology or from the subjective perspective of college students in the 
questionnaires, task-based approach can maximize the probability that all three above 
goals can be achieved. During task-based class, the expectation that all three goals can 
be achieved not only needs advanced theories in second language acquisition, but 
teachers’ and students’ joint efforts as well. 
Pre-task, during-task and post-task phases in task-based approach can activate 
both teachers and students to balance language meanings and forms so as to meet 
College English Courses’ Teaching Requirements issued by Ministry of Education of 
China and enable college students to improve oral fluency, oral accuracy and oral 
complexity in an effective way.  
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Chapter 1  Introduction 
 
It is observed that in traditional English class in China, teachers over-emphasize 
the mastery of grammatical rules and memorization of vocabulary, but neglect 
communicative functions of the language. Shu Dingfang and Zhuang Zhixiang (1996) 
in Modern Foreign Language Teaching make a survey of Chinese traditional English 
class and find out the similar phenomena.  
With Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) approach emerging, however, the 
attention of English teaching in China is shifted from language competence to 
communicative competence gradually. The emphasis in CLT on the process of 
communication, rather than mastery of language forms, leads to different roles that 
teachers and students play from those in traditional second language classrooms.   
Breen and Candlin (1980) describes that the role of student in CLT as 
negotiator--- between the self, the learning process, and the object of learning--- 
interacts with the role of joint negotiator within the group and within the classroom 
procedure and activities which the group undertakes (Breen and Candlin 1980: 110). 
And the most important role of teacher is to facilitate the communication process 
among all participants in the classroom and guide learners to monitor output. 
In the CLT oral English class, more often than not, there is no text, grammar rules 
are not presented, classroom arrangement is nonstandard, students are expected to 
interact primarily with each other rather than with the teacher, and correction of errors 
may be absent or infrequent. Some teachers over-emphasize the fluency of students’ 
oral English and only focus on communicative purpose. They ignore the accuracy and 
complexity of students’ oral English. Meanwhile, the majority of students adopt 
various communicative strategies (i.e. avoidance) to ensure successful communication. 
However the frequent use of communicative strategies and teachers’ tolerant attitude 
towards errors lead to the fossilization of students’ language competence during oral 
English learning.  
Conversely the focus on fluency and comprehensibility in CLT may cause anxiety 
among teachers who are accustomed to regarding error correction and preparing 
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students’ mistakes and errors when students speak English, and mainly care about the 
accuracy of students’ oral English. Consequently when students produce the output, 
they are anxious of their errors and their confidence is reduced, which is 
disadvantageous for their oral English improvement. 
Therefore it is necessary to find out an effective and comprehensive way to 
improve students’ oral English. In oral English class, pre-task, during-task and 
post-task phases in task-based approach can activate both teachers and students to 
balance language meanings and forms so as to enable college students to improve oral 
fluency, oral accuracy and oral complexity in an effective way. From the perspective of 
theories in second language acquisition and cognitive psychology, task-based approach 
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Chapter 2  The Situation of Oral English Learning in China 
 
With the development of economy and more and more international exchanges in 
China, English, particularly oral English plays an increasingly significant role in 
society. Consequently, oral English learning has received more attention than ever. 
Both adults in employment and students in schools show their enthusiasm and devote 
great efforts into oral English learning. However the effect is not satisfactory at all and 
it needs great improvement.  
 
2.1 Importance of oral English and its characteristics  
He Ziran (1997) points out that the traditional English teaching has been 
influenced by Structural Linguistics since 1960s. It over-emphasizes the forms of 
language and neglects the communicative function of language. Under its influence, in 
traditional English class in China, the majority of teachers saw English learning 
involving the mastery of grammatical rules and memorization of vocabulary, or 
regarded language as a process of habit formation: structural patterns were imitated 
and drilled until automation was formed.  
As a result, with the development of reform and opening in China, when college 
students graduate and work in the society, most of them are not capable of 
communicating with foreigners in oral English. Therefore, the importance of 
communicative functions of English has become increasingly obvious. It is urgent and 
necessary for college students to improve their oral English in an effective and 
comprehensive way before they step into the society. 
  
2.1.1 Objective and nature of oral English teaching in colleges  
According to College English Courses’ Teaching Requirements issued by Ministry 
of Education of China in July, 2004, the objective of college English teaching is to 
develop students’ comprehensive English competence, especially in listening and 
speaking, which enables them to take effective use of English in spoken and written 
communication. Secondly, college English teaching should strengthen college 
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order to adapt to the development of economy and demand for international 
communication. 
Therefore, the objective of college English teaching is to enable students to 
achieve successful communication in spoken and written English. As for the nature of 
oral English teaching process, it is communication as well. Firstly, teaching is the 
process of communication between teachers and students and it is the interaction 
between them. That is, teaching means communication. Secondly, teaching is a kind of 
teacher-student communicative activities, whose aim is to develop students’ English 
language competence and it is achieved through communication, so teaching is by 
communication. Lastly, teaching and learning are mutual development through 
communication. The development of students’ language competence cannot be 
separated from teachers’ knowledge of teaching methods. Meanwhile, the better 
knowledge of teaching methods cannot be separated from the development of students’ 
language competence, either. So, teaching is to develop communication.  
 
2.1.2 Main aspects of oral English 
Skehan (1998) in A Cognitive Approach to Language Learning introduces the 
latest theories of second language acquisition and cognitive psychology. Oral English 
teaching should attach importance to universality of teaching and individuality of 
learners. When learners practise speaking English, they should be instructed to pay 
attention to both meanings and forms of the language in order to achieve the fluency, 
accuracy and complexity of linguistic performance.   
However, facts prove that in Communicative Language Teaching, learners’ 
language competence is often fossilized. Why does communicative approach that 
attaches importance to successful communication do little to the progress of linguistic 
structure and linguistic forms in classroom English teaching? A Cognitive Approach to 
Language Learning solves this problem. Skehan P. (1998) points out that we can 
completely feel the pressure of language information process during actual 
communicative environment, so we have to choose the strategy that can have a quick 
and effective language information process. We prefer to depend on the strategy that 
can save time, such as fillers, hesitations and rephrasings instead of exhausting 
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